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A Comprehensive Review
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Abstract
Thiourea, as an alternative medium, is one of the most promising leaching agents for gold recovery by its commercial
beneﬁts and research challenges associated with performance and environmental impacts. This review article describes
the operational conditions for the use of Thiourea vs cyanide, its chemistry, limitations, toxicity factors, environment,
and recovery processes. Although thiourea gold extraction processes have not been applied on a large scale due to the
instability of the reagent, its potential to overcome the limitations of cyanide is attractive to the process; with pH, potential, oxidant dosage, and temperature control, solubilized gold thiourea species are achieved. These can be recovered
from the pregnant leach solution through methods such as activated carbon absorption and adsorption, polyurethane
foams, ion exchange, and electrodeposition.
Keywords: mining, gold, cyanide, thiourea

1. Introduction

S

ince colonial times and the 19th century, gold
was the main export product in Colombia [1],
which allowed the equilibrium of the country's low
trade balance; in this way, and through the arrival of
foreign investors, technology, capital, and the promotion of other activities such as banking, transportation, agriculture, and state ﬁnancing for gold
exports, Colombia was able to integrate as an independent republic into the world economy [2].
This is why in Colombia, large and small-scale
gold mining is considered a key engine for the
economic development of the country [3]; in addition, its reserves forecast average annual growth of
2.4% in the extraction of the metal [4].
Colombia is the fourth gold producer in Latin
America, according to the United States Geological
Survey (USGS) and the Mining Authorities of Peru,
Mexico, Brazil, Colombia and Argentina, and is the
ﬁfteenth gold producer in the world with 61.8 tons
[5]. Due to the above and the increase in gold prices,

these mining activities have been expanding over
time.
The most important gold deposits in the country
are concentrated in three regions between the
Western and Central, Central and Eastern Cordilleras, and the lowlands of the Paciﬁc coast [6,7].
These deposits are genetically related to areas of
igneous activity in felsic, sedimentary, metamorphic
rock deposits, alluvial deposits, and supergene
concentration.
Gold can be found in nature in three forms: as a
free metal, occluded in the other minerals’ crystal
structures or combined with other elements forming
alloy compounds or minerals such as sulfosalts,
tellurides and selenides. In its native state, gold is
usually alloyed with silver, copper, bismuth, mercury, and sometimes platinum group elements such
as platinum, palladium, ruthenium, and iridium [7].
The gold and platinum-gold placements (alluvial
deposits), seams and veins, Skarn deposits, and
massive sulﬁdes are the deposits with the greatest
potential for this precious metal extraction [8]. In
recent years, the departments of Antioquia and
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Choc
o have reached around 40 and 25% of total
national production, respectively [4]; they are
considered the main gold-producing locations in the
country.
Today, there are many gold extraction activities,
either by large companies or by traditional and
informal miners; the latter is the most common
practice in gold production since it is a source of
income for the rural population. However, this
artisanal mining is characterized by being carried
out in a very elementary way without technical
assistance and with the use of toxic substances
(mercury and cyanide) for the concentration and
extraction of the metal. Although cyanidation allows
favourable gold dissolutions, the potential for
toxicity that characterizes cyanide is undeniable.
The growth of these mining practices leads to the
affectation of rural areas due to environmental
degradation, displacement of communities, and loss
of livelihood opportunities for farmers [9]. Through
the alluvial gold exploitation (EVOA), illegal mining
corresponds to 64% of the country's illicit exploitation [10,11]; Failure to comply with the technical and
environmental commitments established by the
entities in charge makes these productions one of
the biggest problems of water resources contamination in Colombia [12]. These contamination
problems are due to the fact that over time methylmercury accumulates in aquatic life in higher concentrations and levels [13]; Studies reveal that 1150
water sources in the country cross municipalities
with the presence of illegal gold mining. Of these,
232 water sources pass through municipalities in
which mercury poisoning cases occurred [12]. This
is why it is necessary to venture into the use of
alternative and environmentally safe agents for the
extraction of gold or in the mitigation of the impacts
of cyanide in the leaching of precious metals. Previous studies have shown that thiourea as an
organic sulfur compound can generate favourable
extractions with better acceptance by environmental
control entities [14e16], however, REACH (Registration, Evaluation, Authorization and Restriction of
Chemicals) has reported the possible carcinogenicity of this agent, although only in situations of
extraordinarily high or prolonged exposure. This
literature review comprehensively analyzes the
main challenges of thiourea as an alternative reagent to cyanide in the Colombian gold mining
sector; technical, environmental, and social aspects
will be addressed, as well as the initiatives developed to face current commercial requirements
based on a more sustainable gold mining in the
country.
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2. Traditional gold leaching: cyanide
The use of mercury in the extraction of gold was
prohibited in Colombia due to its serious consequences for biota and human health [17,18]. In 2023
this element will be prohibited in all industries in
the country. Colombia ratiﬁed the Minamata
Convention, an international treaty that seeks to
reduce global mercury emissions and their effects
on health and the environment. The challenge now
will be to control this element in illegal mining [19].
As an alternative to this amalgamation method,
gold mining has been working with cyanidation for
gold leaching because it has internationally
approved protocols for its proper management,
however, cyanide toxicity potential is undeniable.
Currently, the gold mining sector in Colombia is
made up of three main subsectors: formal largescale, small-scale, and artisanal mining. Cyanidation work in artisanal mining requires the
intervention of mining associations for the gold ore
processing in order to prevent private individuals
from being exposed to cyanide manipulation [20].
Cyanidation is the predominant gold extraction
process in large-scale mining and a viable alternative in small-scale mining; around the world, about
90% of gold is recovered using this method [21]; due
to its advantages of low cost and high leaching efﬁciency [20]. In environmental terms, the use of
sodium cyanide (NaCN) in Colombia can release
between 55,000 and 90,000 T of hydrogen cyanide
(HCN) annually into the atmosphere, a moderately
signiﬁcant amount compared to the two million tons
that are released globally [22]; and even though
some authors have afﬁrmed that cyanide in small
doses does not lead to chronic health problems due
to its slow metabolization in the body [23,24], others
report the need to monitor the atmosphere, waters,
and soils exposed to this chemical compound. Its
chemical bond is very stable and difﬁcult to remove
[25,26].
Water bodies, for example, must be protected
from cyanide in any of its forms before being discharged into the environment through advanced
oxidation technologies (AOT); chemical oxidation
with caustic chlorine [27] or UV photo-chemicals
and with H2O2 [28] have been used for the degradation of CN complexes. However, secondary byproducts, residues, and sludge can sometimes be
produced that require additional treatment as they
are highly toxic and carcinogenic. In addition cyanide-metal complexes can be concentrated in soils
generating a potential danger to groundwater [29].
The high operating chemical equipment and
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maintenance costs are attributed as disadvantages
to these controlled destruction processes [28e30].
Due to economics and technical simplicity, cyanide is the reagent that has long been used as the
main agent for gold leaching. However, different
authors have worked on various non-toxic alternatives for the process (chlorides, bromides, iodides,
thiosulfate, thiocyanate, thiourea, glycine) [31]
because of the difﬁculty that cyanide presents in
extracting gold from complex minerals that are
difﬁcult to treat, the long leaching times, the
considerable interaction with other non-ferrous
metals present in gold ores, and for safety and the
environment [32]. However, all of these systems that
have been investigated for years require both an
agent to oxidize the gold and a ligand to form
a complex with it in solution. These leachants have
not been widely used because they also have some
disadvantages; for example, the stability of the
KSCN and SCN solutions occurs at potentials below
0 V; otherwise, the agents tend to oxidize forming:
sulfates, carbonates, ammonia, and ammonia. In
alkaline systems such as Thiosulfate (S2O32),
oxidation occurs by itself, forming sulﬁdes, which
complicates the gold leaching system [31].

3. Gold leaching with thiourea
The gold dissolution through the use of thiourea
has been investigated for several years with promising results [33]. Acidic working conditions and the
presence of suitable oxidants are required for thiourea to dissolve gold, forming a cationic complex,
through a rapid chemical reaction, which allows the
extraction of approximately 90% of the precious
metal [34]. The initial concentration of thiourea
concerning that of the oxidants and its oxidation
kinetics are relevant factors that affect the reaction
chemistry of gold under acidic conditions. In addition, the thiourea process is characterized by advantages such as its minimal degree of toxicity tothe
environment and its selectivity in the extraction of
gold [35].
However, due to the complicated chemical
composition of gold ores, conventional thiourea
leaching cannot efﬁciently extract precious metal
from refractory calcined samples of gold concentrate [36]. Most refractory minerals contain large
amounts of sulﬁdes in composition that inﬂuence
the stability of the thiourea system under different
conditions [37]. This is why pretreatments such as
roasting and mechanical activations are necessary
[38,39], generating sulﬁde concentrates for the
physical beneﬁt of the mineral [40] or by removing
the mineral's base metals through citrate leaching

and recoveries by electrolysis and pH adjustment
[41], to increase leaching performance from complex
refractory minerals. However, mineral roasting as
a pretreatment is highly contaminant because it
produces SO2 and gasses.
The use of halide ions in the process has also been
effective because it generally involves halogen species that act as both an oxidant and a ligand [42].
Whitehead et al. [43] demonstrated that the leaching
of gold with thiourea in chloride ionic liquid depends on the oxidant used. For example, with HSO5,
they achieved favourable extractions compared to
those achieved with Fe (III). Yang et al. [44] showed
that the addition of small amounts of thiourea to
thiocyanate-ferric solutions achieves a synergistic
effect on the dissolution of gold through the formation of a mixed ligand complex Au(Tu)2SCN; in
this way, they achieved favourable extraction rates
compared to those obtained by conventional
cyanidation.
Today, urban mining is also a potential source for
gold mining; emerging investigations from different
types of residues have achieved promising recoveries using combinations of thiourea with microbial consortia [45], thiourea, and Fe3þ at ambient
conditions, under studies of particle size, S/L ratio,
and concentrations of the reagent and oxidant [46].

4. Comparison of thiourea and cyanide in gold
mining
Gold dissolution occurs in oxidizing solutions in
the presence of some complexing ligands, such as
cyanide and thiourea; this allows extraction to be
selective from generally low-grade minerals.
Although thiourea gold mining has been investigated since 1960, only in the last 20 years has it been
seriously considered an alternative to the cyanidation process [33]. Gold leaching by thiourea has
been considered due to the rapid reaction with gold
[41] and its low price, as well as a lower environmental impact compared to cyanide.
4.1. Limitations of the processes. Chemical aspects
The overall dissolution of gold in aerated, alkaline
cyanide solutions, Cyanide ions (CN-) form complexes with the gold contained in the ore, forming
a ‘‘pregnant solution’’ from which gold is later
extracted.
4Au þ 8CN- þ O2 þ 2H2O / Au(CN)- 2 þ 4OH(1)
In cyanide solutions, the oxidation potential is
low, which facilitates the dissolution of gold (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. Indicative ranges of Eh-pH used in industrial gold extraction processes. Designed with MEDUSA® software, with information from the NIST
database (Database 46 e Vers. 8.0) [47,48].

The only stable complex in the aqueous solution is
Au(CN)-2, and even though said stability does not
depend on pH, at values close to 10, there is the least
oxidizing zone and, therefore, the most favourable
for the process. The formation of HCN at pH values
less than 10 decreases the amount of available cyanide ion for gold complexation, affecting the
precious metal oxidation potential.
Thermodynamically, cyanide is unstable in water
and undergoes spontaneous oxidation. Its power to
dissolve gold is effective, but its kinetics are too slow
due to the low solubility of oxygen in the solution.
The HCN formation at pH values less than 10, decreases the amount of available cyanide ion for gold
complexation and affects the gold oxidation potential On the other hand, thiourea can be oxidized to
formamidine
disulphide
(NH2(NH)CSSC(NH)
(NH2)) in an acidic solution. When there are oxidants in the system (oxygen, Fe3þ or H2O2), gold can
dissolve in the solution rapidly by forming complexing ion with thiourea.
Au þ 2SC (NH2) 2 þ 1/4O2 þ Hþ
/ Au [SC(NH2) 2] þ
2 þ 1/2H2O

(2)

Au þ 2SC (NH2) 2 þ Fe3þ
3þ
/ Au [SC(NH2) 2] þ
2 þ Fe

(3)

2Au þ 4SC (NH2) 2 þ H2O2 þ 2Hþ
/ 2Au [SC(NH2) 2] þ
2 þ 2H2O

(4)

The ﬁgure shows that at high redox potentials
(greater than 500 mV), the stabilization of both the
complex and the formamidine disulﬁde are

favoured. Lower potentials are good for reducing
the consumption of thiourea, but at the same time,
they also lead to a decrease in the dissolution of
gold. In the same way, the dissolution speed is
beneﬁted from these potential values. Therefore air
and oxygen are inadequate oxidants for high extractions in short time scales. The use of strong oxidants such as Fe (III), hydrogen peroxide and/or
ozone is required. Leaching rates in thiourea solutions are very fast, much faster than those achieved
by cyanide. The kinetics in these processes is
controlled by the diffusion of reagents to the surface
of the gold and, therefore, is linked to the concentrations of Fe (III), formamidine disulﬁde and thiourea species. Generally, one should work at pH
values of 1.4e1.8 to avoid thiourea oxidation [49].
Chemically, thiourea is unstable and, under
alkaline conditions, can easily break down into
other compounds. Furthermore, the leaching rate of
the gold depends on the dosage of the oxidant.
Inadequate amounts of oxidant can also result in the
oxidation of thiourea to formamidine disulﬁde,
sulfate, sulﬁte, and elemental sulfur. These species,
obtained by the decomposition of the reagent, have
the potential to passivate the leaching by forming
coating layers on the surface of the metal, which
reduces its dissolution [46,50]. Due to the above and
the catalytic decomposition by some impurities in
the minerals (such as pyrite and soluble ferric
oxide), high consumption of thiourea occurs during
the process [36,51].
This is why the reagent must be used under
relatively restricted conditions. Leaching is normally
carried out under careful optimization and control
of pH, redox potential, concentration and consumption of thiourea, as well as working time and
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process temperature [52]. Due to poor reagent stability, the high reaction temperature can cause
thiourea to be thermally decomposed [33].
The efﬁciency of large-scale thiourea leaching
operations is also limited, mainly due to the lack of
proﬁtability compared to conventional cyanide [53].
The economy of thiourea leaching is determined by
the consumption of reagents. Therefore, its reduction is the most considerable problem to be solved
to improve the viability of the process. That is why
the authors have sought to stabilize thiourea additives such as sulfate, sodium hexametaphosphate
(SHMP), sodium lignosulfonate (CMN), and amino
acids, among others, to reduce reagent consumption
effectively [39].
The consumption of thiourea when complexing
with cyanicidal metals is low compared to cyanide;
therefore, there is the possibility of recirculating and
regenerating it since the other metals, products of
secondary reactions, do not contaminate it [36].
4.2. Extraction
The gold stability is reduced in the presence of
certain complexing ligands, such as cyanide, chloride, thiourea, thiocyanate, and thiosulfate ions,
through the formation of stable complexes. As
a result, gold can dissolve in relatively mild
oxidizing solutions, for example, aerated aqueous
cyanide solutions. Normally when cyanide solutions
are used, they are very dilute, typically between
0.01% and 0.05% cyanide (100e500 parts per million)
[54]. The stability constants show that some complex
ligands form more stable complexes with Au(I) and
others with Au(III). It all depends on the mineralogy
of the mineral and extractants used. For example,
the United States Bureau of Mines (USBM) in 1988
conducted agitation leaching tests on 14 precious
metal ores using sodium cyanide (NaCN) and
thiourea [(NH2)2CS] as leaching reagents [55]. The
objective was to compare the results of the two
extractants. Cyanide was used at a concentration of
2 g/L with and without H2O2 as oxidant, while
thiourea was used at concentrations of 2 and 20 g/L,
and the solution potential was controlled with
a standard hydrogen electrode from 390 to 420 mV.
With both reagents at 2 g/L, cyanide extracted more
gold than thiourea of all minerals. At 20 g/L thiourea
compared to 2 g/L cyanide, thiourea extracted more
gold from two ores (Table 1). Cyanide extracted
more gold than thiourea from 10 of the 14 ores
tested.
It’ is important to mention that this comparison
was made from an industrial rather than a stoichiometric perspective. On a molar basis, the

Table 1. Extraction of Au from gold ores [55].
Sample

NaCN
(2 g/L)

NaCN þ H2O2
(2 g/L)

Thiourea
(2 g/L)

Thiourea
(20 g/L)

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14

92%
82%
75.5%
82%
100%
86%
67%
67%
83.5%
e
64%
4%
32%
18%

96%
93%
e
89%
100%
e
100%
100%
e
e
83%
5%
34%
e

70%
0%
50%
78%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
e
18%
1%
1%
0%

70%
60%
50%
100%
82%
80%
100%
0%
44%
e
49%
4%
18%
11%

thiourea solution is weaker (0.026 M) than the cyanide (0.041 M) because of the higher molecular. The
operating conditions were not the same for both
reagents of Molar concentration terms. In addition,
the oxidant dosage is not speciﬁc and is used only
for one of the two reagents. Therefore, further
studies will be necessary to technically compare the
extraction of gold from cyanide and thiourea.
Increasing the concentration from 2 to 20 g/L of
thiourea improved the metal extraction, which may
indicate that base metals consuming extractants.
Torres and Lapidus [41] showed that the pretreatment of ore by leaching with citrate solutions to
remove and recover base metals from complex refractory ores shows a great improvement in the
extraction of gold with thiourea 0.4 M (Table 2) in
relation to the untreated ore (as-received).
4.3. Recovery
The behaviour of the complexes formed by gold
with cyanide and thiourea is different. The high
stability granted by cyanide requires a strong
reducing agent such as zinc, while thiourea can be
reduced with milder agents such as nitrite and sulﬁte ions. Previous studies have found that the
goldethiourea complexes can be absorbed on activated carbon without undergoing chemical changes,
as well as the adsorption of some ions involving
anions such as ClO-4, Cle o HNO3. However, the
concentration of thiourea ions must be high enough
to ensure adequate performance in the recovery
Table 2. Extraction of Au from complex refractory gold ore. Taken from
[41].
Mineral as received

Previous citrate leaching

20%

65%

process [55]. Furthermore, it should be noted that
the adsorption of gold thiourea complex on activated carbon is not as selective since thiourea
competes for the surface sites. These adsorptions of
gold on activated carbon have been worked through
the use of CIP (carbon in pulp), CIL (carbon in
leach), and CIC (carbon in column or carbon in clear
solution) processes depending on the leaching
technique used in the solideliquid extraction and
the physical and chemical properties of the mineral
[56].
G€
onen et al. [55] showed that the CIL process
avoids the easy degradation of thiourea and
passivation of the mineral surface, disadvantages
found in common leaching processes suitable for
CIP and CIC. By simultaneously dissolving and
adsorbing in the same tank adding activated carbon
during leaching, the CIL process has the advantage
of being more economical. However, the reports
that propose these processes do not discuss the
desorption step [57].
Other recovery methods studied once the gold has
been solubilized in acid thiourea are the use of
polyurethane foam loaded with tributylphosphate,
however, this technique was worked with low concentrations of gold, which may limit its application
to real samples [58]. The use of ion exchange resins
(Dowex M33 y Ionac C-249) has also been used,
with the disadvantage of considerable time consumption, since the increase in recovery occurs
when the contact time is increased from 48 to 96 h
[56]. Direct electrodeposition has beneﬁts such as
reducing the number of unit operations and maximizing reagent recirculation; however, copper ions
limit the potential range where the selective gold
deposit is formed [59].
Solvent extraction has stood out within the techniques described above for industrial application in
the recovery and puriﬁcation of metals from leaching liquors, especially from electronic waste, due to
its simplicity, high processing speed, and wide applications [60]. This technique has also been used to
purify gold or silver from cyanidation solutions [57].
Gold solutions with cyanide have been treated by
zinc cementation, achieving recoveries greater than
97%, in addition to being characterized by their low
investment, maintenance, and operation costs. The
problems lie in what pre-precipitation treatments
are necessary, that the process is sensitive to ion
interference, and that zinc consumption per ounce
of precipitated metal increases if a solution with
a low concentration of gold is treated. As with
thiourea, activated carbon adsorption is also used to
recover gold from cyanide solutions; however, even
though no pre-treatments are needed here, its
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investment cost is higher than zinc cementation
operations [61].
The technical simplicity of operations with cyanide about thiourea is remarkable, especially in the
task of reaching high gold dissolutions; however,
many recovery processes have been investigated
and have yielded promising results to make this
little-known technology a good alternative for industrial precious metal recovery; Additionally, one
of the greatest advantages of thiourea is its ability to
be reused, once the precious metals are removed, if
the proper recovery method is used [62].
4.4. Cyanide limitations. Social factors
Artisanal gold extraction has become a source of
income for the Colombian rural population.
Approximately 200,000 miners are dedicated to the
search for the precious metal through different
processes such as amalgamation or cyanidation.
These small-scale mining operations occur in
informal conditions. The labour force does not have
social or labour security, and they also do not have
legal environmental permits. Additionally, these
operations have generated spontaneous settlements
over the years characterized by precarious living
conditions [63].
These informal processes are commonly carried
out in mining regions isolated from urban centres,
for example, in special management areas such as
the territories of ethnic communities. The La Oﬁcina
de las Naciones Unidas contra la Droga y el Delito
(UNODC) and the Government of Colombia reported that in 49% of the black communities’ collective territories, alluvial gold is exploited with
machinery on land [64,65].
The modest government management that the
Colombian gold zones present is one of the main
responsible for this population's scarce resources of
public services, health, and education. This is why
mining activities are attributed to problems of
violence and social conﬂicts, such as drug trafﬁcking
networks and illegal armed groups. Some afﬁrm
that the proﬁts due to the production of informal
gold are slightly more than double those obtained
with cocaine and heroin together because, since it is
legal, the precious metal trafﬁc is easier. The lack of
regulation in gold mining by the Colombian government generates large proﬁts from the illicit
market, beneﬁting mainly the armed groups, however, the country's ﬁnancial system has also been
affected bythis type of commercialization [63].
Illegal mining in Colombia has grown notably and
progressively along with the State's concern to
promote the country's extractive sector. However,
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this momentum has affected small and mediumsized companies that lack the licenses and ﬁnancial
resources required for a fair share in large-scale
mining.
The violence associated with illicit mining is
closely related to Colombian politics, which have
historically been violent. In addition, some armed
groups have resorted to forced displacement to take
over the gold exploitations, to combine them in turn
with drug trafﬁcking. Guerrilla groups such as the
Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia
(FARC), the Ej
ercito de Liberaci
on Nacional (ELN),
and paramilitary groups such as the Autodefensas
Unidas de Colombia (AUC) have used illegal mining since the mid-1990s as a ﬁnancing source [66].
This situation has brought social implications since
it equates rural communities who have carried out
small-scale mining as subsistence strategies with
those illegal armed groups.
These maﬁas have subjected traditional miners for
years and have controlled their production and
extorted money in exchange for protection and
permission to work; this link is, unfortunately, one
of the arguments used by the Colombian government to justify the outlawing of their work [63].
Therefore, these communities have been intervened
by the army and the police, where they have closed
mines, captured people and seized machinery,
equipment and explosives [67,68].
In addition to suffering these military interventions, small mining has suffered the aggression of criminal groups that dispute the resource
rents. As a consequence of these armed confrontations, the number of homicides and massacres victims in these communities has increased [69].
Gold has undoubtedly become the main commercial interest of armed groups, above drugs and
kidnapping. Its powerful economic interests increase in the context of a government that has not
prioritized the phenomenon as a great threat to the
security of the surrounding population. The reality
is that traditional gold mining is linked to violence
and illegal acts in very poor areas, although rich in
gold.
4.5. Environmental and toxicity factors
Thiourea has been worked as an alternative to
cyanide to treat sulfurous minerals that consume it
and to mitigate the environmental impacts that they
generate and, therefore, restrict its use. Thiourea is a
relatively non-toxic agent which behaves like a plant
fertilizer in the environment, giving the impression
that it could be an attractive alternative to cyanide in
environmentally sensitive areas [39].

The environmental impacts generated by gold
mining with cyanide are considerable; Artisanal and
small-scale gold mining commonly generates
changes in the landscape structure, extended
degradation to different ecosystem types and
potentially arable land [70]. The operations area
expansion and the increase in mining settlements
also lead to primary and secondary deforestation
[71]. Additionally, cyanide leaching accidents have
caused water contamination, soil and direct impact
on terrestrial ecosystems. The costs of repairs due to
improperly draining acid from the mines can be
higher than those obtained by extractions [20].
Moreover, as informality is the main way of
obtaining the metal, there is little caution and
concern for taking corrective actions in this regard.
After one of the most serious environmental disasters in Europe (the Baia Mare cyanide spill in
2000), the International Cyanide Management Code
ICMC was developed as a voluntary program in
order to improve gold practices by mining companies, as well as for the regulation of producers
and transporters [20]. Colombian gold mining has
the great challenge of adapting its gold production
to ICMC based on safe cyanide management, cyanidation mill tailings, and leaching solutions, however, the challenge is intricate due to a large number
of illegal operations in the country, which maintains
the risk of possible accidents and deaths from
cyanide.
The thiourea reagent has the ability to be used as
a leaching agent. Respect to de cyanide, the thiourea
has the lack that is less stable than cyanide. The
copper ion can act as the cyanide equivalent by
forming complexes with four thiourea molecules.
High concentrations of cupric and ferric ions can
also degrade reagent [72]. However, some progress
has already been reported in controlling thiourea
degradation in these complex solutions by operating
in a speciﬁc potential range and adding sequestering agents for both cupric and ferric ions [62,73].
The initiative to improve extractions in terms of
safety and health, social and environmental conditions in the gold mining sector could be achieved if
work continues in the search for favourable conditions for the implementation of this alternative
agent; as a traditional method, cyanide leaching
hardly achieves clean production because of its high
consumption of auxiliary materials, inefﬁcient production, and high environmental pollution.
It has been shown that small-scale mining has
some disadvantages that inﬂuence gold extraction,
despite being metallurgically efﬁcient. For example,
the economic limitations for the producers, are reﬂected in the lack of technology for the ore beneﬁt

process and the lack of technical and technological
training of the miners [74]. Additionally, the treatment of gold-bearing minerals under these conditions is usually unproﬁtable (due to low extraction)
and leads to the use of recovery methods, which are
aggressive to the environment. In addition to the
social impact, there is concern about the magnitude
of the environmental impacts associated with smallscale mining, such as alterations in the hydrogeological regime due to the natural course of the
rivers deviation [70], water sources contamination
and the food chain alteration due mercury and
possibly cyanide accumulation [75].
One of the main problems for the extractive industry in Colombia is the high cost of robust
equipment and large quantities of inputs, in addition to the environmental licenses that mining projects must have. The thiourea use as a substitute
lixiviant in the gold extraction process makes up for
the use of cyanide environmental disadvantages.
This would allow small-scale producers to more
easily obtain the environmental authorizations
established by Colombian legislation [76,77].

5. Conclusions
Cyanide is the reagent used with predominance to
leach gold thanks to its strong complexing power
with the metal and the technical simplicity of the
leaching process. It does not require greater control,
only that it must be worked at alkaline pH values,
and it is economical both in leaching and in the
recovery process from the cyanide solution. However, the use of cyanide can bring challenges in
terms of environmental, social, health and safety
aspects. Its leaching kinetics is slow, and in the
presence of refractory minerals, carbonaceous matter, and gold minerals with copper content, it generates a high reagent consumption which increases
processing costs.
Thiourea leaching has been used as an alternative
to cyanide, and it has the advantages of fast leaching
rate, low toxicity, high efﬁciency, environmentally
friendly, fewer interfering ions, easier reagent
handling, and higher selectivity towards gold. The
thiourea disadvantage is that it oxidizes and is
consumed very quickly, and it can degrade if there
is no rigorous control of the conditions required for
leaching, which results in higher costs compared to
cyanidation.
Subsequent research will be necessary to establish
optimal conditions that allow the extraction of gold
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with thiourea solutions at an industrial level to
mitigate socioeconomic and environmental impacts
that have affected the Colombian gold areas over
the years.
Due to a large amount of material processed and
the rapid kinetics of thiourea, this reagent could
help small businesses to be more competitive
against large gold producers.
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Appendix I.
Reported values of the complex stability constants of metal ions with
thiourea and cyanide [47,48].
Species

log K

AuTuþ
2
Au(CN)-2
HCN
Au(cr)

21.96
41.8
9.23
30.93
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